QUESTION 39
What Is the "Theological Interpretation of Scripture"? B iblical scholars gather once a year at the annual professional meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature. At the November 2008 meeting in Boston, some of the liveliest sessions focused on the "theological interpretation of Scripture" (TIS). Indeed, the recent publication of many titles related to TIS demonstrates that the fascination with this hermeneutical approach is only beginning. 1 At the same time, TIS is so new that even many Christian scholars have no clear sense of what it is. In a sentence, TIS is an academic movement that seeks to return reflection on the biblical text to the purview of the confessing Christian church. Below, we will survey the terminology, history, and characteristics of the theological interpretation of Scripture movement.
Terminology
At present, a number of interchangeable terms are used to identify a TIS approach to the Bible. December 13, 2008] ). Baker appears to be the leading evangelical publisher in the area of theological interpretation.
Part 4: Issues in Recent Discussion
Additionally, some recent works fit within the TIS framework but do not identify themselves explicitly with the terms listed above. 2 
History of the Theological Interpretation of Scripture Movement
As is clear from recent TIS authors' struggles to describe their movement, the theological interpretation of Scripture is still emerging as a defined approach to the Bible. 3 It is difficult to find a monograph before 2005 that uses the identifier "theological interpretation" in the technical sense that it has quickly acquired. 4 At the same time, advocates of theological interpretation do not see themselves as proposing something new but as returning to the church-based, transformative study of the Bible that characterized generations of Christians before the Enlightenment. Indeed, as the movement has coalesced so recently, it is difficult to gain a balanced historical perspective on its origins. It seems, however, that a number of scholarly trends have intersected and combined, resulting in a new movement that only recently has found enough unity to consistently describe itself with its own moniker (i.e., TIS). The trends leading to TIS include: disillusionment with the historical-critical method and far-fetched ideologically driven interpretations (e.g., homosexual readings of Scripture), a desire for theological continuity with the pre-Enlightenment church, a growing acceptance in the academy of interpretive movements that bracket out skepticism and critical questions (e.g., reader-response approach, 8 Characteristics of the Theological Interpretation of Scripture Movement "Can you tell me in one sentence what the theological interpretation of Scripture is?" Thus queried a colleague of mine at a recent gathering. Indeed, as the TIS movement is still developing, it is difficult to briefly define without being reductionistic. Below, I shall list some dominant characteristics and accompanying assessments of the TIS movement.
1. Practitioners of TIS generally are disillusioned with the historicalcritical method, biblical theology, principles of interpretation, and ideologically driven interpretation as ends in themselves. It is important to note that TIS is in many ways a rejection of the status quo.
To recent scholarly work on the Bible, TIS advocates would give two assessments: "Not enough" (by leaving theology in the cerebral realm) and "not faithful to the nature of Scripture and our identity as Christians" (by not reading as followers of Jesus who encounter God in the words of the Bible). Those advocating TIS are not advocating the complete neglect of historical criticism or other interpretive methods. But these methods in themselves (and what they have produced) are not enough. TIS authors especially dislike the idea that hermeneutics is a process of learning interpretive methods, applying those methods, and arriving at a propositional statement of authorial meaning. Such a hermeneutical model, it is argued, eviscerates and objectifies the text. The interpreter approaches the text as master rather than as servant.
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Scripture becomes an ancient word to others rather than God's living Word to us today. While I certainly am sympathetic to criticisms of any method that would reduce hermeneutics to a cold semantic equation, it is equally true that many of the church fathers (generally revered by TIS) enumerate interpretive methods similar to the ones used in standard hermeneutics textbooks today. Practitioners of TIS emphasize confessing Christians as participants and the audience of interpretation. According to TIS, interpretation must take place in the church and for the church. Some TIS authors are liberal Protestants, others are Roman Catholics, and others are evangelicals. But all desire to remain self-consciously ecclesiastical in confession and concerns.
At its best, this bold call for a believing interpreter and audience demonstrates that TIS authors are "not ashamed of the gospel" (Rom. 1:16). At its worst, writing in and for the church can be a capitulation to the secular world's demands that religious faith remain subjective. That is, in embracing the church context as the only legitimate realm for theological reflection, Christians become just another reading community rather than those who believe the truth they hold is for all people.
Practitioners of TIS respect external theological parameters as guides
for interpretation. If one writes in and for the church, it is legitimate to be bound by ecclesiastical confessions, argue TIS authors. That is, one can unashamedly appeal to the "rule of faith" (early Christian summary of fundamental beliefs), creeds, confessions, and the contours of the Christian canon. TIS authors point to the early church's use of the "rule of faith" as one of its main interpretive principles.
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Admittedly, most interpretations of Scripture are influenced by prior theological commitments, whether formalized in a creed or not. Yet, ultimately, Scripture demands an authority above any doctrinal précis. We do not want to lose what our forefathers in the faith fought for in the Reformation. As Luther courageously declared in his defense at the Diet [Assembly] of Worms (1521), endorses a reverent, church-based, confessionally informed approach-the very desire of TIS practitioners. 11. Treier's description of the new Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible series illustrates the TIS commitment to doctrinal parameters: "The series 'presupposes that the doctrinal tradition of the church can serve as a living and reliable basis for exegesis.' This tradition, more specifically, is that doctrine surrounding the Nicene Creed. The series promotes 'intratextual analysis' as its key 'method,' along with drawing upon 'the liturgical practices and spiritual disciplines of the church as a secondary dimension of the canonical context for exegesis of scriptural texts.' Such an approach can lead to various senses of Scripture, including 'allegorical' readings, and requires that contributors engage the history of exegesis, not in order to provide readers with a summary of past interpretation, but in order to shape exegetical judgments in conversation with the tradition' " (Introducing Theological Interpretation of Scripture, 40). The quotations within Treier's remarks are from a Brazos document describing the purpose of the series to contributors.
Part 4: Issues in Recent Discussion
Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in councils alone, since it is well known that they have often erred and contradicted themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not retract anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience. I cannot do otherwise, here I stand, may God help me, Amen. 12 3. Practitioners of TIS appreciate the narrative story line of Scripture. Scripture is approached not primarily as a set of propositions but as the story of the living God and his saving revelation of himself to wayward humans. 13 The language of drama is seen as a powerful metaphor for God's story in Scripture and the ongoing participation of Christians today in God's work in the world. 4 . Practitioners of TIS respect the way the Bible has been interpreted by previous generations of Christians. In fact, another scholarly trend that led directly into the TIS movement is the recent scholarly fascination with ancient church beliefs, writings, and practices. 15 While we can learn much from the early church, some TIS authors are too uncritical in their praise and appropriation of ancient and medieval church interpreters. 16 Martin Luther, on the other hand, judged Origen's exegesis as
Part 4: Issues in Recent Discussion "altogether useless. " 17 Luther could make such a statement because of his commitment to the Bible's authority and clarity (as distinguished from Origen's allegorical flights of fancy, which added meaning unintended by the biblical authors).
5. Practitioners of TIS show an interest in the way the Bible has affected culture, art, politics, science, and other fields of knowledge.
Technically, this subset of TIS is termed the study of a text's "effective history. " Obviously, this sort of cross-disciplinary approach makes for interesting reading and allows readers to intersect the message of Scripture in ways quite foreign to traditional biblical studies. As TIS calls for the return of the Bible to the church (and the church is composed of much more than professional scholars), it is appropriate to ask how the Bible affects all of God's people and their lives.
6. Practitioners of TIS desire that the study of the Bible be transformative of the individual and the individual's faith community. Tying in with a growing interest in biblical spirituality, TIS authors advocate spiritually transformative study. Scripture cannot simply be viewed as a historical puzzle to be solved but as a word from God to his people.
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Projections A colleague of mine recently noted that many people are writing books about the theological interpretation of Scripture, but very few are actually engaging in theological interpretation. 19 Of course, this situation is beginning to change with the new Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible series and other forthcoming books. Still, it is difficult to evaluate the TIS movement until more of its interpretive fruit is available for sampling.
It is perhaps foolhardy to offer projections about how the TIS movement will develop, but I will offer some tentative projections. Initial euphoria over this new middle ground in biblical scholarship will likely give way to splintering. enamored with the broader academy's praise of TIS at the expense of biblical faithfulness. A generational divide also will likely characterize evangelicals. Some younger evangelicals who embrace TIS will denigrate the work of their exegetical forefathers. Older evangelicals will misunderstand and dismiss the new movement, uncritically lumping it together with other recent trends (the emergent church, postmodern theology, post-conservative theology).
In spite of some dour expectations, I genuinely hope that my fears are unfounded and that the better aspects of the movement (especially the call for reverent submission to Scripture) influence evangelical colleges, seminaries, and churches for years to come.
